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From brain scans to beta-blockers, 
neuro-technologies are proving con-
troversial. Stanford-trained neurolo-
gist and ethicist Dr Judy Illes led a dis-
cussion on the role of neuroscience 
in performance enhancement at UBC 
Robson Square on September 17.

Illes lectured an audience of nine, 
mostly neuroscientists, about the 
perils of using brain science in the 
pursuit for athletic perfection. 

“These issues aren’t purely black 
and white,” said Illes, “but we need 
to proceed with thoughtfulness if we 
are to take these technologies out of 
the medical arena and into the sports 
arena.”

20 thought-provoking public lectures 
entitled “Intellectual Muscle,” hosted 
by VANOC and UBC Continuing Stud-
ies, in collaboration with universities 
across Canada and The Globe and 
Mail. Future lectures will touch on is-
sues of gender, ethics and sustainabil-
ity as they relate to the 2010 Winter 
Games.

“We’re spending $30,000 to host 
these talks from Canada’s best and 
brightest,” said Don Black, director 
of education programs for VANOC, 
who is assisting with the podcasting 
of 20 of the coming lectures. Illes’ 

Globe online in October. “We’re really 
hoping to engage people in what the 
Games mean for society, not only for 
2010 but also with thought for the 
future,” said Black.

“The public needs a better under-
standing of the ethics behind these 
issues,” said Illes. “It’s important that 
neuroscience doesn’t get pulled into 
a place where it shouldn’t be.” As the 
director of UBC’s National Core for 
Neuroethics—a think tank concerned 
with tackling ethical issues at the 
intersection of neuroscience and so-
ciety—one of Illes’ primary research 
agendas is public knowledgeability 

about brain research. The Olympics 
have proven a good platform to ad-
vance this agenda when the nature 
of human achievement is top of the 
mind for many.

Since the early 90s, cognitive neu-
roscientists have been using brain-im-
aging technology such as functional 
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) 
to observe the human brain in action. 
Evidently it has become a powerful 
tool in analyzing athletic ability.

-
gence of imaging technologies in 
sport,” said Illes, “primarily for diag-
nostic purposes, but more and more 
it is being used to assess ability.” 

Canada’s Olympic swim team has 
been quick to take advantage of this 
development. Hap Davis, the team’s 
psychologist, uses fMRI technology 
to provide feedback on aquatic per-
formance. An article published in the 
June 2008 issue of Brain Imaging and 
Behavior demonstrated that the swim-
mers who watched a video of their 
own poor performance had increased 
activity in emotional centres of the 
brain associated with depression. 

this depressive state with decreased 
activity in parts of the cerebral cortex 
essential for planning movement.

 This research, conducted in part 
by neuroscientist Mario Liotti from 

strategy, Davis said in an interview 
with Science magazine. “We pick up 
on [any negativity] right away and in-
tervene.” Such interventions include 
visualizing swimming a better race 
as well as jumping exercises, both 
of which have been shown to have a 
positive effect on improving mood 

and performance.
 What concerns Illes, however, is 

ways in which technologies tradition-
ally used for medical intervention can 
now be used to enhance performance. 
What if selective-serotonin reuptake 
inhibitors (SSRIs), often used to treat 
depression and anxiety, could give a 
sombre snowboarder an extra edge 
by boosting her mood?

SSRIs are not on the World Anti-
Doping Agency (WADA) list of prohib-
ited substances and in fact they are 
recommended as an allowed alterna-

to treat narcolepsy but also shown 
to enhance alertness in healthy 
individuals.

Public speakers and musicians 
often use anxiety-alleviating drugs 
called beta-blockers (developed to 
treat high blood pressure) to reduce 
performance anxiety during a speech 
or concert, but beta-blockers are pro-
hibited from most Olympic events, 

questions the safety of blockers on the 
ice. Could a reduced fear response in-
crease injury or amplify aggression?

 Brain scans are capable of ob-
serving atypical patterns of activity 
within an individual brain that may 
be associated with the use of prohib-
ited substances. Could brain imaging 
be the next best drug-test? “There 
is something much more personal 
about picturing the brain than taking 
a blood or urine sample,” said Illes. 
“Personally, I would prefer the latter 
if I had a choice.”

 Another consequence of using 
a medical device for a non-medical 
purpose is potentially discovering a 

previously undetected abnormality. 
What responsibility would a sports 
psychologist have to reveal a brain 
disease—such as a tumour—to an ath-
lete, especially if it could jeopardize 

scan make an athlete less inclined to 
train if they believed that they had a 
gold-medal brain?

-
mance from brain scans may be min-
ute, obviously not all athletes have 
access to these boons. As Illes noted 
from a recent trip to Africa, the entire 
country of Uganda only has one fMRI 
machine. Many developing countries 
competing in the Olympics have a 

medications, let alone beta-blockers.
 But the ethical implications of us-

ing drugs for performance enhance-
ment pale in comparison to stimulat-
ing the brain using electrodes.

 Burrowing electrical leads deep 
into brain tissue using an interven-
tion known as deep brain stimulation 
has been shown to alleviate tremors 
associated with Parkinson’s as well in 
treating chronic depression. A study 
reported in the December 2004 issue 
of Neuron showed that stimulating the 
motor cortex of primates “improved 
muscle coordination and movement 
velocity”.

“I think it’s a real possibility that 
DBS could have future implications 
for athletic performance, not to 
mention for society in general,” said 
Linda Lanyon, a computational neu-
roscientist with the Michael Smith 
Foundation for Health Research. “Are 
we all going to have to go around in 
the future taking drugs and getting 
implants just to keep up?” U
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Flanked by two shiny new “place 
of mind” banners, UBC President 
Stephen Toope addressed a packed 
audience of students, faculty, media, 
alumni, and community members 
on the university’s strategic plan, 

-

Campus Town Hall meeting last 
Friday.

two public appearances that Toope 
is making, the second being at UBC 
Okanagan on September 23. The 
president invited students, faculty, 
staff and media to take part in the 
community forum and ask questions.

The meeting served as an op-
portunity for Toope to formally out-
line the proposals in the new plan, 
dubbed “Place and Promise.” Place 
and Promise is replacing Trek 2010, 
the university’s previous strategic 
plan. The plan works off a series of 
“values,” the most emphasized of 
these being the creation of an “excep-
tional learning environment.” 

“There were thousands of people 

who participated in...[the] consulta-
tion program,” said Toope, on how 
these values were determined. Val-
ues are linked to ten “commitments,” 
like student learning, international 
engagement, and sustainability. 
Each of these commitments has a 

taken in hopes that they will be ful-

UBC’s plan. 
“Quite frankly, if you look at most 

strategic plans for most research 
intensive universities around the 
world, they’re pretty generic,” said 
Toope. UBC’s rebranded slogans, “a 
place of mind” and “from here,” are 
supposed to stress UBC’s uniqueness 

-
mestic and international advertising 
campaign launched this month.

With the question of the $25 

Toope made clear the importance of 
“link[ing] the UBC plan to concrete 
budgeting processes.” He went on 
to say that “UBC is remarkably well 

-
nal circumstances.” He attributes 
this to “visionary support from the 
provincial government,” noting an 

increase the operating grant of the 
four major research universities in 
BC, even as the province reported a 

of years. He said losses in endow-
ment land value, while reported to 
be around $250 million, are un-
realized losses. These losses could 
be recouped, he said, through “a 
foresighted policy to...sustainably de-
velop our campus lands to increase 
our endowment.” 

Toope said across the board cuts 
are trying to be avoided, calling 
them an “easy way out.” Toope said 

that “a judicious reorganization of 
the management structure” in Plant 
Operations has already yielded $2 
million. Toope emphasized UBC’s 
relative economic stability. 

“In Eastern Canada many of our 
sister institutions are facing funda-
mental crises in their economic sus-
tainability,” he said. “They have the 
same problem General Motors has, 
and they’re not likely to get bailed 
out.”

A questions and comments sec-
tion followed, none of which were 

particularly critical of the new plan. 
They included a question as to what 
steps were being included in the 
plan to foster diversity at UBC. Toope 
responded that an “Equity plan” is 
currently being produced to carry 
out this commitment. 

Perhaps the most pointed ques-
tion came from a Neal Yonson, a 
blogger for UBC Insiders, who ad-
dressed liquor policy on campus 
and the disparity between provin-
cial and university liquor laws and 
policies and what the RCMP enforc-
es. He said that lawfully acquired 
liquor licences have been denied 

responded by saying that this is not 
a new issue, and one that he takes 
seriously, adding that the adminis-
tration is not trying to wage a “war 
on fun.” 

“University is one of the times in 
one’s life when one should be having 
a lot of fun,” said Toope. “What we’re 

the believe their role to be, and they 
do have a role, and at the same time 
not become so intrusive that you can 
keep kids from having fun.”  U

Toope outlines Strategic Plan, deficit at Town Hall meeting

The instructor made it clear what students were expected to learn.
The instructor communicated the subject matter effectively.
The instructor helped inspire interest in learning the subject matter.
Overall, evaluation of student learning (through exams, essays, presentations, etc.) was fair.
The instructor showed concern for student learning.
Overall, the instructor was an effective teacher. 

University Module Items (UMIs) 
that are posted on the evaluations 
website (teacheval.ubc.ca). 

(STRONGLY DISAGREE) 1   2   3   4   5 (STRONGLY AGREE)
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While UBC students were taking 
summer courses and working, Eng-
lish Literature alumni Jean-Marc 
Dykes was biking across America to 
raise money for lupus research.

Dykes began his journey on May 
28 in Vancouver and 58 days later 
ended up in Boston. He told The Ubys-
sey that the decision to ride came out 

friend, Debra Highberger, who was 
diagnosed with lupus. Dykes worked 
at and attended an art school in his 
hometown of Marblehead, Boston, 
called the Acorn Gallery, which was 
run by Debra and Jack Highberger.

“About three summers ago I 
came home and this lupus had just 
sort of hit her like a ton of bricks. 
In the course of 30 or 60 days she 
eventually just could barely walk,” 
said Dykes. “She couldn’t walk 
without help, she couldn’t stand 
without help, she couldn’t sit down 
without help and if she stayed in 
one position for too long it became 
extremely painful.”

Dykes spent the summer help-
ing Debra teach and run a summer 
camp. She was admitted to a hospi-
tal and attended to by a team of doc-
tors “to basically make life workable 
for her.”

“My sort of motivation was that, 
‘this is great, she is doing a lot bet-
ter,’ but this is not the best situa-
tion...and research is the way to do 
that,” he said.

Lupus is a chronic, autoimmune 
disease. Autoimmune means that 
your body cannot tell the differ-
ence between foreign invaders, 
such as viruses and bacteria, and 
healthy tissue. Therefore, instead 

off foreign invaders your body 
produces autoantibodies which 
destroy healthy tissue. This leads to 

the body.
To date, he has raised over 

$10,000 for lupus research and will 
donate the money on September 22 
to the Brigham & Women’s Hospital 
Lupus Centre.

“I cycled like 1500 miles with a 
53-year old Vietnam vet and he was 
going to Wisconsin and man, he was 
a Lit major too, lo and behold, and 
that was an amazing experience. Sit-
ting on the side of the road in Mon-
tana and just shooting the shit with 
him and looking at the landscape...
talking philosophy and books and 
politics and religion,” he recollected.

One of the most memorable parts 
of Dykes’ trip was how generous 
and hospitable everyone was. “I’d 
meet a stranger and ten minutes 
later they’d be putting me up in this 
awesome bedroom and feeding me 
and they just met me,” he said. “It 
was incredible. I only read about 
this in the great classics, apparently 
it’s still here.”

Dykes is currently working as 
a bartender and “laying low.” He 
doesn’t have concrete plans for the 
future but is thinking about going 
trekking in Nepal. “You sit on a bike 
for 58 days—you get a lot of time to 
think,” he said. U
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“!e public needs a better understanding of the ethics behind 
these issues. It’s important that neuroscience doesn’t get pulled into 
a place where it shouldn’t be.” —Dr Judy Illes 

Neurologist and Ethicist
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